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The Poetics of Talk in Robert Louis Stevenson's Treasure Island in Phaedrus. In this famous dialogue, Socrates' preference for talk over writing calls attention to the interactive capabilities of the former over the "solemn silence" of the latter, which, like Stevenson's "dogmatisms," always "produce[s] the same unvarying meaning." 2 The goal of the present essay, however, is to explore a particular connection, so far unnoted, that Stevenson was making between the powerful dynamism of talk and the philosophical principles of late-Victorian adventure romance. I argue that his first success in fiction, Treasure Island (serialized in Young Folks 1881-82; published as a volume in 1883), does everything it can to incorporate the poetics of "good talk" into its compositional process and narrative. Treasure Island brings special attention to the ways in which talking and adventuring share a heroic, open embrace of the movement at the heart of unpredictable interactions: in talking, one remains responsive to the changing whims of an interlocutor, and in adventuring, a hero negotiates the unknown contingencies of new environments.
While critics-most notably Robert Kiely-have identified Stevenson's belief that "life is ungovernable circumstance" as central to the author's understanding of the distinct, aesthetic pleasures of adventure, no one has yet investigated the ways in which Stevenson directs the orientation of talk toward changeability in order to realize a similar ideal.
3 Yet Treasure Island blatantly broadcasts its own interest in talk: Squire John Trelawney fatefully "blabs" secrets away, the marooned Ben Gunn is impossibly loquacious, Long John Silver is a smooth talker with a pet parrot. 4 I argue that recognizing talk's immense importance to Treasure Island's narrative poetics not only uncovers an inextricable relationship between Stevenson's philosophies on talk and on adventure, but also contributes to a better understanding of an often underrated novel's bold formal innovations. As a result of its status as Stevenson's first novel and its initial publication in a children's literary magazine, many critics regard Treasure Island as artistically immature, or at least as lacking the narrative complexity of subsequent novels, such as Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) or The Master of Ballantrae (1889). 5 To be sure, recent scholarship has made significant efforts to recover Treasure Island from its long-standing reputation as a mere escapist classic of popular boys' fiction; essays by Victoria Ford Smith, Julia Reid, and Fiona McCulloch, in particular, bring important focus to the artistic value of the childish imagination. 6 A wide range of rich contextual research has also complicated our understanding of Treasure Island's intellectual engagements with the literary marketplace, imperialism, and contemporary class structures. 7 In comparison, however, with the criticism on Jekyll and Hyde, an equally canonical work, the scholarship on Treasure Island has tended toward thematic investigations, rather than considerations of its narrative form.
My discussion thus brings focus to two formal characteristics that underlie Stevenson's expressed preference for talk over literature, both of which emphasize talk's distinction as an "experiential" medium; Stevenson recognizes talk less as a mode of communication than as an experience in itself that unfolds over time. 8 First, participants in talk ideally engage in moment-to-moment acts that "co-create" oral discourse, and second, the experience of interaction is suffused with a sense of aspirational striving that depends on the absence, or even impossibility, of success. 9 These two aspects of talk inform the strategies Stevenson adopts in Treasure Island to test the limits and possibilities of translating an experiential mode into print. 10 Through the partial success of such strategies, Stevenson explores the stakes of extricating his first novel from the "wooden dogmatisms" of its printed forms. In the first section, I concentrate on "Talk and Talkers" to elucidate Stevenson's theoretical investments in elevating talk above literature. Thereafter, I look closely at Stevenson's "My First Book" (1894), originally published for The Idler's "My First Book" series, which featured a different author every month. Although "My First Book" provided Stevenson with over a decade of hindsight, the essay constructs an origin story that reinforces his earlier appreciation for talk's co-creative and aspirational dynamics. The final section discusses how the narrative of Treasure Island presents itself as a form of living print that gestures toward what I conceptualize as a parrot-like text-one that is more dynamic and vital than print typically is, but that is ultimately incapable of talk's interactive responsiveness.
I. ON STEVENSON'S "TALK AND TALKERS"
"Talk and Talkers" opens with two epigraphs that help contextualize Stevenson's ideas on talk: the first is a quotation from James Boswell's Life of Johnson (1791), and the second, an apothegm from Benjamin Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanack (1732-58). The first epigraph-"Sir, we had a good talk"-quotes Samuel Johnson referring to a contentious exchange he had conducted with other literary men the previous evening. Although Boswell's response (not given in Stevenson's epigraph) affirms Johnson's statement, it also levels a slight critique against his mentor: "Yes, sir, you tossed and gored several persons." 11 Unlike Johnson, who could be ruthlessly combative in conversation, Boswell, in the words of Adam Sisman, was "adept at steering the conversation in directions which would stimulate Johnson to say something memorable … often it required him to play … the butt of Johnson's wit." 12 Boswell's congeniality is a better model for Stevenson's opening gambit in "Talk and Talkers," which holds that "to excel in talk" is "to be affable, gay, ready, clear and welcome" (p. 144). In elaborating how talk can correct "public errors," and how its ideal and most naturally expressed form is simply "the harmonious speech of two or more," Stevenson works within a well-established tradition that upholds talk's capacity for sociability and smoothing over differences (pp. 144 and 146). 13 The "harmonious" ideal also marks the importance of sustaining conversational flow, a point Stevenson evokes through the second epigraph, borrowed from Franklin: "As we must account for every idle word, so we must for every idle silence." Franklin, famous for his industriousness, speaks against idleness as stasis or a kind of aimless movement.
14 As Stephen J. Arata notes, however, the concept of "idleness" held positive resonances for Stevenson, who opposed contemporary theories on the value of focused attention and insisted on idleness as a salutary form of imaginative drift, whereby "attention is diffused, not centered on any one object or set of objects or ideas." 15 Stevenson thus repurposes Franklin's apothegm for a different meaning: "we must account for" idleness because idleness is a desired form of movement that prevents us from becoming stuck on any particular aim. Stevenson's "Talk and Talkers" reappropriates aimless movement in talk as a desirable mode of co-creatively engaging and of maintaining sensitivity to the myriad transformations of an interaction as it unfolds. Even so, Stevenson was by no means alone among contemporaries in attributing positive value to talk that accommodates the indeterminacies of interactions. In fact, one of the most widely circulated handbooks on conversation at the time, J. P. Mahaffy's The Principles of the Art of Conversation (1887), also idealizes "the natural easy flow of talk" and advises "following the chances of the moment, drifting with the temper of the company." 16 What is most innovative in Stevenson's essay, then, is not necessarily the notion of talk's co-creative sociability or adaptive flow but rather, the way that Stevenson deftly interweaves the language of talk with that of late-Victorian adventure romance Amy R. Wong 905 in order to bring fresh perspectives to familiar models of talk. Stevenson describes ideal talk's co-creative flow in terms readily applicable to the widely popular boys' adventure stories that were being published at the time: 17 From time to time … talk becomes effective, conquering like war, widening the boundaries of knowledge like an exploration. A point arises; the question takes a problematical, a baffling, yet a likely air; the talkers begin to feel lively presentiments of some conclusion near at hand; towards this they strive with emulous ardour, each by his own path, and struggling for first utterance; and then one leaps upon the summit of that matter with a shout, and almost at the same moment the other is beside him; and behold they are agreed. Like enough, the progress is illusory, a mere cat's cradle having been wound and unwound out of words. But the sense of joint discovery is none the less giddy and inspiriting.
("Talk and Talkers," pp. 154-5)
Here, Stevenson essentially reiterates the "harmonious" ideal: co-creation joins distinctions together. Talkers "strive with emulous ardour" but "each by his own path." They compete "for first utterance," yet find themselves "beside" one another. Above all, the passage suggests, it is not the point of agreement that matters, illusionary or otherwise, but the process of "joint discovery." Understanding the poetics of talk as adventurous in the manner of the late-Victorian "novel of incident," however, produces new inflections. For one, the conventions of adventure romance solidified during the 1880s, helping constitute talk as a hearty homosocial experience. As such, Stevenson finds a way to extricate his "good talk" from common attributions of effeminacy to smoothness in conversation. 18 For another, the "revivalist" aspects of late-Victorian romance imbue Stevenson's conceptions of ideal talk with the heroism of bygone eras-of Walter Scott's protagonists, perhaps, or even of the heroic fellowship of the Arthurian knights. 19 From a formal point of view, imbuing talk with heroism underscores the aspirational movement that Stevenson deems a part of talk's unique poetics. In "Talk and Talkers," Stevenson describes how the best "talkers, once launched, begin to overflow the limits of their ordinary selves, tower up to the height of their secret pretensions, and give themselves out for the heroes … they aspire to be" (p. 149). This vivid description of how talkers "launch," "overflow," or "tower up" emphasizes the vigorous movement of their reaching and omits the goal or destination they seek. For Stevenson, the heroism of talk lies in its imaginative daring, precisely the quality that motivates the writing of adventure romance. In his well-known manifesto on the genre, "A Gossip on Romance" (1882), Stevenson explains that romance "may be nourished with the realities of life, but [its] true mark is to satisfy the nameless longings of the reader, and to obey the ideal laws of the day-dream." 20 Here, Stevenson idealizes the same kind of aspirational movement as that which a talker experiences, as he reaches, full of "secret pretensions." Though ostensibly much more ordinary, in its own way, talk, as much as adventure, offers the excitement of exploring new worlds of experience. It is no accident, then, that Stevenson titles his manifesto a "gossip" rather than an essay. Penny Fielding helpfully comments that Stevenson's use of the word "gossip" in lieu of "essay" seeks to reflect "an exchange at a literary club," though I think that Stevenson's idea of a "good talk" extends beyond the confines of a literary setting. 21 As Stevenson clarifies in "Talk and Talkers," "Talk is a creature of the street and market-place, feeding on gossip; and its last resort is still in a discussion on morals. That is the heroic form of gossip; heroic in virtue of its high pretensions; but still gossip, because it turns on personalities" (p. 153). Gossip is playfully attuned to surrounding contingencies, and makes its adventures deftly in the street, the marketplace, or the literary club. The way in which Stevenson collapses the terms "talk" and "gossip"-the quotation first asserts that talk consumes gossip, but then suggests that gossip is the more capacious category-expands gossip beyond its usual associations with trivial, scandalous, and feminized speech. 22 Gossip, Stevenson here suggests, is a particular iteration of talk's aspirational tendencies when it discusses morality. As a "gossip" itself, then, Stevenson's essay asks to be regarded as much more than trivial chatter, as ideal "talk" that journeys nonlinearly from one point to another, as if responding to the whims of a talking partner, while also aspiring toward the high principles of artistic philosophy.
As in "A Gossip on Romance," in Treasure Island Stevenson also seeks to render talk's formal properties in print. But both the purported story of Treasure Island's composition and the novel itself call attention to the translation of talk into print as a difficult, if not impossible, artistic task-one that resembles ekphrasis, the translation of a visual medium into a verbal one. If we are to understand talk as possessing an artistry all its own, its translation into print constitutes an ekphrastic-like relation with its own attendant problems. Specifically, fluid moment-to-moment experiences cannot be sufficiently rendered within a medium that, at best, offers a basis for interaction with long delays, such as through the exchange of letters or the publication of a critical response or review. 23 Stevenson's contemporaries, and especially those who loved him, clearly honored the author's sense that it was impossible fully to capture experiential poetics in print. In numerous comments, friends and family praise Stevenson as a great talker, but no one plays Boswell to Stevenson's Johnson. These comments frequently take the tone of a polite refusal to write down his talk, as when Edmund Gosse asserts that he "cannot, for the life of [him], recall any of his jokes; and written down in cold blood, they might not be funny if [he] did," or, more to the point, when M. G. van Rensselaer and Jeanette L. Gilder express that "to mummify [his] beautiful, vivid speech is to do it deep injustice." 24 As I will presently argue, this sense of injustice borne by the inadequate translation of talk into textual media is at the very center of Stevenson's account of Treasure Island's origins.
II. TALK AND LITERARY PRODUCTION IN "MY FIRST BOOK"
"My First Book" indicates that Treasure Island was partly generated from talk. In particular, Stevenson calls attention to a daily scene of interactive oral exchange with his family during their extended stay at a cottage in Braemar, Scotland, in the summer of 1881. According to Stevenson, the initial period of developing Treasure Island (then called The Sea Cook) involved quick writing at a pace of a chapter a day and after-lunch readings out loud. Every day, as he read out a portion of his story to his family, he would integrate their suggestions along the way in acts of cocreation that mark his storytelling as a form of talk. According to some sociological models of conversation, oral storytelling may be considered a form of talk because recipients of a story "actively reshape both the interpretation and course of an emerging story," such that "stories are … not … self-contained descriptions but … modes of action situated within interaction." 25 Critics that have concentrated on the importance of authorial collaboration to the scene at Braemar, however, tend to miss the specific significance of orality to Stevenson's exchanges with his family. 26 In bringing special notice to his speedy chapter-a-day pace, Stevenson suggests rapid translations between talking and writing. He also implies that his writing was done as much in the service of talking as vice versa. Writing for the sake of talk counters the more typical idea that publication is necessarily the final intended destination of a story. Stevenson's description of his father participating in the story's creation evinces a fondness for unfinished tales that idealizes the sense of process-over and above destination-intrinsic to the experiential operations of talk: "His own stories, that every night of his life he put himself to sleep with, dealt perpetually with ships, roadside inns, robbers, old sailors, and commercial travellers before the era of steam. He never finished one of these romances; the lucky man did not require to! But in Treasure Island he recognised something kindred to his own imagination … and he not only heard with delight the daily chapter, but set himself acting to collaborate." 27 Stevenson represents the world of his father's stories as one unburdened by modernity, "before the era of steam" that revolutionized not only modes of travel but also print culture. The remarks here suggest that Thomas Stevenson, a lighthouse engineer and part of an older generation, had better access to the luxury of storytelling without the exigencies of professional publication. His romances could be "perpetual" and he never needed to finish them, for, unlike his son, he was not subject to the commercial demands of literary production-the same demands that Robert Louis Stevenson no doubt references in his slightly derisive address to "my paymaster, the Great Public" at the beginning of the essay (MFB, p. 3).
In the context of Stevenson's implied preferences-for cocreation, interactivity, and process-his suggestion that Treasure Island was serendipitously taken up for publication during the intrusion, "ex machinâ … [of] Dr. Japp," an ambassador for Young Folks publisher James Henderson, should come as no surprise (MFB, p. 7). According to Stevenson, although he and his family "recoiled" at including Alexander Japp in their circle of storytelling (Stevenson unconvincingly says it is because he thought The Sea Cook was not very good), Japp "carried away the manuscript in his portmanteau" when he left Braemar (MFB, p. 7). In his retelling of this episode, Stevenson almost suggests that if Japp had not come along, the story that eventually became Treasure Island could have remained interesting daily talk, undergoing an endless process of creation and revision. In such a view, Japp emerges somewhat negatively as an interrupter of the co-creative process. Like Samuel Taylor Coleridge's Person from Porlock, Japp disrupted the easy flow of creativity with a mundane commercial errand. 28 Soon after the interruption and the "positive engagement" of serial publication, Stevenson alleges that suddenly his "mouth was empty; there was not one word of Treasure Island in [his] bosom," notably focusing on his incapacity for talk rather than his inability to write (MFB, pp. 7-8). In effect, Stevenson implies that the talk was lost because Japp was going to translate it into print. Consequently, this episode by no means typifies writer's block but carefully stages an important artistic clash between talk and print. The publication's "positive engagement" gave Treasure Island a written destination that destroyed the primacy of talk's always indeterminate poetics. In agreeing to print publication, even if reluctantly, Stevenson engaged talk in the service of another medium that betrayed its experiential ideal. Appropriately enough, the resolution to Stevenson's conundrum as to how to return to the volubility of talk after it had been marked out for translation into print would eventually come as an assertion against the fixed destination to which Treasure Island was now bound. Stevenson writes, "I was indeed very close on despair; but I shut my mouth hard, and during the journey to Davos, where I was to pass the winter, had the resolution to think of other things and bury myself in the novels of M. de Boisgobey. Arrived at my destination, down I sat one morning to the unfinished tale; and behold! it flowed from me like small talk; and in a second tide of delighted industry, and again at a rate of a chapter a day, I finished Treasure Island" (MFB, pp. 8-9, emphasis added). While en route to Davos and engaged in other tasks, such as thinking of other things or reading popular detective novels by a French author, Stevenson recovered something of his earlier creative interactions. The process of journeying, both literalized in the physical travel to Davos and metaphorized as the mental indirection of "think[ing] of other things," opposed the fixed ending that Japp's interruption had occasioned. Yet, it is significant that Stevenson is careful not to say that he was able to recover the easy experience of talk; his writing merely "flowed … like small talk." The simile abstracts the poetics of talk to show that the complete recovery of Treasure Island's originary "small talk" at Braemar would be impossible. In other words, the emphasis that this description places on process may counteract, in some measure, the forces of arrival and destination that Japp had unleashed, but ultimately, any textual form of Treasure Island would not be able to translate the experience of talk that Stevenson and his family shared during the narrative's initial period of co-creation.
By hinting that the novel his public had come to regard as his first literary success would never recover the experience of "good talk," Stevenson was also resisting a particular model of author-reader relations that The Idler's "My First Book" feature embodied. The "My First Book" series desired expert celebrity authors to share the methods of their production with a ravenous readership that wanted conventional explanations-that a spark of genius, perhaps, inspired a frenzied period of writing. In a way, Stevenson's contribution follows this formula, in that it offers up the tidy anecdote that Treasure Island was "predestined" by a map that he had drawn for his stepson Lloyd Osbourne (MFB, p. 5). However, as I have indicated, there is an important artistic translation, other than that of the visual into the literary, that commentators on "My First Book" have missed. In this piece, Stevenson clearly maintains talk's integrity as an art form in its own right, one that operates through co-creative and ongoing interactions that deliberately undercut conventional notions of the individual authorial genius that works to produce a finished literary masterpiece.
III. TREASURE ISLAND: IMAGINING LIVING PRINT
"My First Book" belies Treasure Island's carefully executed attempts at translating talk's experiential qualities into print. From beginning to end, Treasure Island wrestles with the problem of providing readers the experience of open interactivity-central to both the poetics of adventure and talk-from within the sealed boundaries of print. The first chapter opens with a scene of a silenced audience that calls attention to anxieties about noninteractive forms of communication. Soon after his arrival at the Admiral Benbow Inn, the pirate Billy Bones makes a habit of drunkenly forcing his fellow lodgers to listen to horrific stories of his past adventures. The young Jim Hawkins, Treasure Island's primary narrator, describes how Bones would "slap his hand on the table for silence," and "fly up in a passion of anger at a question, or sometimes because none was put," hence disabling the free flow of talk (p. 48). According to Jim, "His stories were what frightened people worst of all"-stories "about hanging, and walking the plank, and storms at sea, and the Dry Tortugas, and wild deeds and places on the Spanish Main"-but the irony, of course, is that Treasure Island is much in the same vein (pp. 48-9). In retrospect, Jim contradicts his father's fears that Bones's stories would bring economic ruin to the inn, claiming that "on looking back [people] rather liked it; it was a fine excitement in a quiet country life" (p. 49). I suggest that Jim's ambivalence in this opening scene about Bones's storytelling indirectly poses a question about Treasure Island as a whole, that is, whether Stevenson's story, in print form and closed to interactions with audiences, would frighten and bring economic ruin, or whether it would excite.
Either way, this opening scene indicates that there is something unsavory about curtailing or discounting the talk of others. The entrance of Doctor Livesey and his subsequent confrontation with Bones further develops this idea. In a tone "perfectly calm and steady," the doctor puts an end to Bones's talk with a threat that he will "hang at the next assizes" (p. 51). The doctor's talk, in contrast to Bones's, derives its power from institutional and textual authority; he is a certified magistrate who frequently pens letters and practically pounces on the documents and treasure map that Jim eventually retrieves from Bones. For the doctor, the cultivated, monotone "calm" of his talk is no doubt a point of pride, but the connection of its immutability to writing brings to mind its "wooden dogmatisms." The doctor's greatest ally in directing institutional and textual authority against the free flow of talk is Alexander Smollett, the highly uncharismatic captain of the Hispaniola, which will carry them all to Treasure Island. Smollett wears the stinted nature of his talk as a virtue: "[O]n his part, [he] never spoke but when he was spoken to, and then sharp and short and dry, and not a word wasted" (p. 98). But we get the sense that there is little support in the story for such utilitarian regulation. Even here, the cutting monosyllables that Jim employs to describe Smollett's speech seem to mock his rigid control.
Together, Livesey and Smollett make numerous attempts to silence the squire, Trelawney, whom they repeatedly chide for "blabbing" and a general inability to "hold [his] tongue" (pp. 92 and 78). But significantly, their efforts are to no avail: Trelawney's "blabbing" triggers the central conflict of the story by attracting Silver on board the Hispaniola. Notably, the squire claims in a letter that "[b]y the merest accident, [he] fell in talk with [Silver] ," an articulation that resonates with Stevenson's understanding of talk, ideally, as a process open to whatever hazards of interaction may come (p. 81). Although the narrative does not exactly condone Trelawney's inability to control the flow of his talk (mostly, his "blabbing" seems comedic), it also does not censure it. In fact, in an early confrontation between Trelawney and Smollett, it is Smollett's suppression of Trelawney's talk that shuts down an opportunity to uncover Silver's treachery. The captain berates the squire for "blabbing" the existence of the map and the location of treasure to everyone on the ship and curtly silences the squire's defense that he had done no such thing. Jim, who is almost always correct in his judgment, confidentially informs the reader that in this case, he "believe[s] [Trelawney] was really right" (p. 92). Jim's retrospective narration of this incident also enables the dramatic irony of the captain's accusatory expression-"the secret has been told to the parrot"-since the treacherous Silver owns a parrot (p. 91). In this brief but tightly woven exchange, Stevenson indicates that the discretion the captain envisions is nothing more than an obstacle to discovering the truth. Correspondingly, the narrative treats instances of what I call "accidental talk" more positively. Jim accidentally participates in talk whenever he overhears talk that is not meant for him. Each of these moments of accidental participation advances the cause of the protagonists against the pirates: Jim overhears the exchanges among Black Dog and Bones, among Blind Pew and his mates, and, most importantly, among Silver and his associates.
If Treasure Island implicitly critiques the textuality of characters such as Livesey and Smollett as an impediment to the flow of talk's natural interactivity, the novel's own textuality is, of course, also a problem. As I have mentioned above, I contend that Treasure Island addresses this issue by asking its readers to imagine it as a parrot-like medium with more dynamism than regular print. I wish to base this claim on an examination of Stevenson's meticulous deployment of the parrot motif in relation to three major characters: Silver, Ben Gunn, and Jim. I see each of these three characters as a representation-or even a case study-that explores not only the problems, but also the possibilities, of translating aspects of talk's "freedom, life, and effect" into print. I begin with Silver, the character most closely associated with the figure of the parrot and appropriately, as Smollett's antagonist, the most charming, silver-tongued talker in Treasure Island. Jim's initial description of Silver, even before the reader becomes acquainted with his pet parrot, sets up the recurring connections that the narrative makes between owner and pet: "His left leg was cut off close by the hip, and under the left shoulder he carried a crutch, which he managed with wonderful dexterity, hopping about upon it like a bird" (p. 85). Largely because of his ability to parrot the different speech patterns of men he has encountered, Silver speaks with equal facility to aristocrats, men of professional distinction, and mutinous pirates. Like W. E. Henley, upon whom Stevenson based him, Silver has a "way of talking to each" (p. 97). Osbourne describes Henley in his memoirs as possessing a "quality … of exalting those about him; of communicating his own rousing self-confidence and belief in himself; in the presence of this demigod, who thrilled you by his appreciation, you became a demigod god [sic] yourself." 29 Upon meeting Jim, Silver is not long in courting Jim's favor through talk: "On our little walk along the quays, he made himself the most interesting companion, telling me about the different ships that we passed by, their rig, tonnage, and nationality, explaining the work that was going forward-how one was discharging, another taking in cargo, and a third making ready for sea; and every now and then telling me some little anecdote of ships or seamen, or repeating a nautical phrase till I had learned it perfectly" (p. 89). Silver is the master of "small talk," ably relaying bits and pieces of nautical expertise, as well as cultivating intimacy, by sharing gossip in the form of "anecdotes of ships or seamen." By specifically teaching Jim to repeat phrases until he learns them, Silver makes Jim his protégé, passing on to him the capability of parroting different forms of talk.
The way that Silver adapts his talk to the persons and situations of an interaction-not to mention his association with one of Stevenson's dearest friends-would seem to make him Stevenson's ideal co-creative talker. In a climactic confrontation with Smollett, Silver's words explicitly broadcast the language of co-creation: "We'll divide stores with you, man for man; and I'll give you my affy-davy, as before, to speak the first ship I sight, and send 'em here to pick you up. Now you'll own that's talking" (p. 149). But Silver's openness to interaction is ultimately false, for Silver only pretends at co-creativity; his rather exaggerated awareness of talk's power to direct action gives him away. Silver focuses on securing particular ends through talk. Despite his charismatic "way of talking to each," Silver's talk is not truly responsive because it follows a systematic "dogmatism" of trying to control the outcomes of talk. While hidden in the apple barrel, Jim overhears Silver "addressing another in the very same words of flattery as he had used to [him]self," a detail that reinforces the idea of Silver's reliance on parrot-like repetitions rather than flexible adaptations (p. 102). Silver's false interactivity embodies the way that textual media may mimic a sense of talk's responsive qualities but fail at actually becoming more adaptable. In this context, the murderous coxswain Israel Hands's comment that Silver "can speak like a book when so minded" sounds less positive, and Jim's later claim that he could "read [Silver's thoughts] like print" is downright contemptuous (pp. 97 and 214). Through such associations, Stevenson calls attention to the proximity between talk that falsifies its own receptiveness and print. Although he addresses "the hesitating purchaser," Stevenson disavows that he directs his words toward any specific aim, whether commercial or personal. In the conditionals, Stevenson expresses appreciation for the reciprocity of interactivity by acknowledging the reader's agency in determining the story's success. In the refrain "So be it" Stevenson acquiesces to a degree of co-creativity in the process of reception. But Silver reminds us that such a sense of adaptability may be fabricated out of parroted speech, and the epigraph itself claims that Treasure Island is an "old romance, retold," made of textual parrotings from Kingston, Ballantyne, and Cooper. As such, it seems that Treasure Island cannot ultimately offer the reader the kind of co-creative experience available through talk alone. Still, we should not overlook the extent to which generations of readers have become enamored with Silver's talk-from Henley's praise of "so smooth-spoken and powerful and charming" a figure to more recent critical appreciations of Silver's charisma. Just as Silver may charm with his talk, so too may the text compel readers to feel as if they are participants within it, even as they know they are not. 30 In Stevenson's own words from "A Gossip on Romance," the best romances enable the reader to "push the hero aside … [and] plunge into the tale in [his or her] own person." 31 If the parrot motif reveals the trickery behind Silver's talk, it points to a slightly different problem with Gunn's strange talk, though it is a problem equally or even more closely linked to print or textuality. Gunn, like Silver, is an ex-member of Captain Flint's crew, but has been marooned for three years on Treasure Island before Jim encounters him. Also like Silver, Gunn fails to honor interactivity in talk, but in his case it is because of a psychology warped by long solitude. In talk, Gunn tends to play both himself and a long-absent talking partner, imagining a second-person response that essentially parrots his own first-person utterance. When he finally finds a real interlocutor in Jim, Gunn's ingrained talking patterns disable any sense of co-creative spontaneity:
"Just you mention them words to your squire, Jim"-he went on: "Nor he weren't, neither-that's the words. Three years he were the man of this island, light and dark, fair and rain; and sometimes he would, maybe, think upon a prayer (says you), and sometimes he would, maybe, think of his old mother, so be as she's alive (you'll say); but the most part of Gunn's time (this is what you'll say)-the most part of his time was took up with another matter" … "Then," he continued-"then you'll up and say this:-Gunn is a good man (you'll say), and he puts a previous sight more confidence-a precious sight, mind that-in a gen'leman born than in these gen'lemen of fortune, having been one hisself." (p. 126)
For Gunn, the harmonic distinctions among talkers that Stevenson deems crucial to "good talk" do not exist. As Jim later remarks of Gunn, "[H]e kept talking as I ran, neither expecting nor receiving any answer," for Gunn has played the part of "I" and "you" for such a long time that the distinctions have blurred in his mind (p. 127). Presented with a true "other" with whom he could ostensibly have a genuine talk-with all of the inherent instabilities of interaction-Gunn fails to recognize Jim's difference because he has too fully adapted to the absence of any talking partner. His frequent need to pinch Jim seems to be further evidence of his inability to conceptualize Jim as an individual apart from himself. Eric Jager argues that Crusoe, unlike Selkirk, resourcefully avoids "the psychological and emotional strain" of solitude by actively engaging in talk with successive partners: first his rational (as opposed to emotional) self, then a parrot, then Friday, and finally God. 34 In Jager's view, Crusoe finally finds an apt talking partner in God, whose difference from Crusoe enables a true interactive exchange that prevents Crusoe from meeting Selkirk's linguistic fate. Gunn, in contrast to Selkirk, does not "speak his words by halves" but rather, speaks the part of two participants interacting in talk. However, I argue that both Selkirk's too few words and Gunn's too many are really symptoms of the same problem: both men desire another participant to supply and require a response but are unable to find one. Whereas "speak[ing] … by halves" mimetically obsesses over the missing partner, parroting oneself to supply the partner fantasizes his or her existence. In Gunn's world, as opposed to Crusoe's, rational and emotional selves blur impossibly together, there is neither a parrot on the island nor Friday, and God seems noticeably absent as well. As evinced by Gunn's long speech to Jim above, prayer serves the purpose of social signaling rather than intercourse with God. 35 Given Gunn's connection to Crusoe, Stevenson's adventure story may seem a Robinsonade of sorts, a genre of fiction that imitates key aspects of Defoe's novel, often in order to capitalize on Robinson Crusoe's success. 36 In deploying Gunn's interactiondeprived talk as comic relief, however, Treasure Island distances its own narrative from that of the eighteenth-century adventure urtext. By singling out Gunn as a character trapped within net-works of textuality, Stevenson suggests that Treasure Island as a whole somehow transcends Gunn's inextricability from text. Gunn, like Silver, calls attention to a problem with textual media: like "written words," Gunn's talk consists of "fixed … idols, found wooden dogmatisms" that are unable to get outside of themselves. As talkers, then, both Silver and Gunn fail to meet Stevenson's ideal, even if they are trapped by different "dogmatisms"-Silver by his own scheming, and Gunn by his warped, recursive talking. Their mutual association with parrots only emphasizes the way in which they both seem to occupy a place somewhere between human and text.
It is Jim, finally, who comes closest to being Stevenson's ideal talker. Like Silver, Jim talks with equal ease to everyone, whether the doctor, the squire, Israel Hands, Gunn, or Silver himself, but not as a result of having prior ends in mind. As the narrative repeatedly demonstrates, Jim does not readily comprehend talk that is directed at some particular end. He rejects both Silver's calculated flattery and Gunn's frenetic bid to supply other people's responses. To Gunn's harried speech, Jim responds truthfully and confidently: "I don't understand one word that you've been saying. But that's neither here nor there; for how am I to get on board?" (p. 126). In fact, if Jim were to have a modus operandi at all, it would be a way of talking and acting without any prior calculation, a certain thoughtlessness that enables him to embrace, as adventure requires, any and all hazards of interaction. In making Jim the primary narrator of Treasure Island, Stevenson seeks to transfer the qualities of Jim's "good talk" into the narrative itself. While the narrative owns that it is written, it stages from the start that it is writing that embeds an orientation toward co-creativity. This orientation, unfortunately, enables others to place restraints upon Jim's narrative. As the very first lines proclaim, in Jim's voice: "Squire Trelawney, Dr Livesey, and the rest of these gentlemen having asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure Island … I take up my pen" (p. 45). Jim's statement parallels Stevenson's own deferred agency when Japp supposedly whisked away his manuscript-both Jim and Stevenson write because others desire it, and both would rather talk for the sake of interaction than write for the sake of publication. As such, Jim reminds us throughout the story that his is a narrative compelled and restrained by others with statements such as "I am not allowed to be more plain" (p. 99). Moreover, Stevenson claimed that he got stuck when writing chapters 15-9, which is the very section in which Livesey interrupts Jim's narra-tive with his own account of the events that happened aboard the ship after Jim followed the pirates onto the island. 37 This parallel links Livesey and Japp as interrupters with authority based very much on a print-enabled, professional culture.
Alan Sandison has called Treasure Island "The Parrot's Tale," arguing that the death of Jim's father early in the narrative prompts Jim to seek paternal figures to emulate or "parrot" throughout the story. 38 Bones, Pew, Smollett, Trelawney, Livesey, and Silver all emerge as competing figures that Jim ultimately rejects, but Sandison reads Jim's inability to exorcise Silver from his dreams as evidence that Jim remains a parrot of Silver's. In Sandison's view, the fact that Silver's actual parrot concludes the narrative with his resounding cry of "Pieces of eight!" indicates that Silver is the father from whose shadow Jim cannot escape (p. 224). I argue, however, that the way in which Treasure Island compares parrots and texts does not negate an essential difference between them that finally casts a parrot like Jim in a positive light. Unlike texts, parrots are living beings that can engage experience in time as it unfolds. Their limitations do not owe to being trapped by the inflexibility of the print medium but to a lack of mental sensitivity and sophistication. In a study of how parrots figure in eighteenth-century periodicals, Manushag N. Powell traces a literary association of these birds with an "unthinkingthough-articulate" presence, one that provokes response and engages openly in interaction, though without any systematic, philosophical intent to do so. 39 According to Powell, the talk of parrots often proves dangerously uncontrollable and disruptive to authority. This is important, Powell argues, because such a characterization-simultaneously of danger and revolutionary possibility-records ambivalence toward "unthinking-thougharticulate" talk. In noting examples of parrots as stand-ins for disempowered individuals, such as women, racial others, or members of the economic underclass, who may talk with unpredictable abandon, Powell illuminates a connection between parrots and the radical overthrow of dominant power structures. I argue that "unthinking-though-articulate" perfectly describes Jim, the mere son of an innkeeper whose talk, like that of the disruptive sort of parrot that Powell identifies, offers a significant challenge to the textual authority of figures like Livesey. 40 In the end, the novel itself takes on almost all the characteristics of parrots that I have described, both negative and positive. As print, its fixed words cannot embody the co-creative instabilities of talk, and, inevitably, like Gunn, it can only respond to an imag-ined response ultimately generated from within itself. Stevenson would also likely allow that Treasure Island is a little bit like the charismatic Silver in its careful and deliberate imitations of talk that is truly open to interaction. But above all, Treasure Island aspires to talk as Jim talks within the story: through "unthinkingthough-articulate" speech that is open to interaction without a hidden aim or agenda-not even of maintaining an openness to interaction-such that it is entirely innovative, fresh, and charming. It is, ironically, its reaching for this particular kind of impossible responsiveness that brings a measure of success to Treasure Island's experiment in capturing talk's untranslatable qualities. Again, as Stevenson notes in "Talk and Talkers," "talkers … tower up to the height of their secret pretensions, and give themselves out for the heroes … they aspire to be" (p. 149). In talk and in adventure, it is not the destination that matters, but the unending aspirational experience that receives no closure. Treasure Island always tries for talk's living responsiveness, and never quite reaches it. But then again, the failure to arrive at a specific destination is the entire point.
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